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Dennis  Friend  Hanks 

CHIEF  INFORMANT  OF  WILLIAM  HERNDON  ON  THE 
PARENTAGE  AND  ANCESTRY  OF  LINCOLN 


An  attempt  is  being  made  in  the 
present  series  of  contributions  to  The 
Lincoln  Kinsman  to  learn,  if  possible, 
just  how  much  of  the  source  material 
contributed  by  the  relatives  of  Abra- 
ham Lincoln  might  still  be  considered 
authentic.  There  is  no  attempt  what- 
ever to  discredit  anyone  of  the  people 
mentioned,  as  far  as  his  character  and 
reputation  is  concerned,  but  to  dis- 
cover, if  possible,  just  what  were  the 
sources  of  information  on  which  va- 
rious members  of  the  family  drew 
upon  in  making  statements  about  their 
illustrious  kinsman. 

The  Sources 

Most  of  the  information  about  the 
Lincoln  family,  as  remembered  by 
Dennis  Hanks,  is  made  available 
through  the  William  Herndon  collec- 
tion of  manuscripts.  Dennis  and  John 
Hanks  were  in  Chicago  in  the  month 
of  June  1865,  within  a  few  weeks 
after  Lincoln's  death,  exhibiting  the 
old  log  cabin  which  the  Lincolns  built 
on  first  coming  to  Illinois.  Here  Wil- 


liam Herndon  interviewed  Dennis  on 
June  (6)  and  again  on  June  13.  The 
interviews  have  been  referred  to  as 
the  First  and  Second  Chicago  Inter- 
views. Dennis  did  no  writing  at  this 
time  but  Herndon  copied  down  what 
Dennis  told  him  and  wrote  it  in  the 
first  person  as  if  Dennis  had  actually 
written  it. 

The  name  of  Dennis  Hanks  appears 
in  Thayer's  Pioneer  Boy  published  in 
1863  where  he  was  set  forth  as  Lin- 
coln's instructor  in  writing.  Hanks 
was  not  pleased,  as  a  whole,  with 
Thayer's  work,  although  he  evidently 
relied  much  upon  it  to  bolster  up  his 
own  reminiscences  of  the  Kentucky 
days. 

One  of  the  earliest  letters  was  writ- 
ten to  Herndon  by  Dennis  Hanks  on 
the  day  before  Christmas  in  1865. 
Some  of  the  boyhood  pastimes  of  Lin- 
coln were  related.  Jesse  M.  Weik 
claims  that  at  one  time  Herndon  was 
in  possession  of  at  least  fifty  pages 
of    data    supplied    by    Dennis.    On 
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Washington's  birthday,  1866  Dennis 
wrote  a  letter  to  Herndon  in  which 
he  told  about  his  own  origin  and  also 
attempted  to  answer  several  questions 
Herndon  had  put  to  him  about  Lin- 
coln's mother  and  her  kinsmen.  An- 
other letter  written  to  Herndon  on 
April  2,  1866  is  possibly  the  most  in- 
teresting document  Dennis  wrote,  in 
that  it  is  in  Hanks'  own  handwriting 
and  goes  into  some  detail  about  Den- 
nis' own  family  history  and  also  the 
family  connections  of  Abraham  Lin- 
coln's mother  as  far  as  he  was  in- 
formed. This  letter  is  printed  verbatim, 
in  full,  as  it  gives  us  some  idea  of  the 
literary  ability  of  one  who  claims  to 
have  been  the  President's  first  instruc- 
tor. 

"Aprial  the  2d  1866 

"Dennis  F  Hanks  was  Bom  in 
Hardin  County  on  the  tributary 
branch  of  the  South  Fork  of  Nolin 
on  the  old  Richard  Creal  farm  in  the 
old  peach  orchard  in  a  Log  Cabin  3 
miles  from  Hogins  Vill  thence  we 
moved  to  Murcur  County  and  Staid 
there  a  Bout  3  years  and  Moved  back 
a  gain  to  the  same  place  and  there 
Remained  untill  we  moved  to  Spencer 
County,  Indiana  this  was  I  think  in 
the  year  1816  if  my  Memory  serves 
me  Rite  My  mother  and  Abes  mothers 
mother  was  sisters  My  mothers  Name 
was  Nancy  Hanks  Abes  Grand  Mother 
was  Lucy  Hanks  which  was  mothers 
Sister  the  woman  that  raised  me  was 
Elizabeth  Sparrow  the  Sister  of  Lucy 
and  Nancy  The  other  Sister  hir  Name 
was  polly  Friend  So  you  see  that  there 
was  4  sisters  that  was  Hankses 

"I  have  No  Letter  from  my  friends 
yet  I  Dont  No  the  Reason  Billy  did 
you  write  to  William  Hall  in  Mis- 
souri Frankford  I  think  he  coul  tell 


you  sumthing  that  would  Be  Rite  He 
is  my  half  Brother  try  him 

"William  I  have  seen  a  Book  which 
states  that  Lincolns  was  quakers  I  say 
this  is  a  mis  take  They  was  Baptist 
all  this  talk  about  their  Religious  talk 
is  a  humbug  they  try  to  make  them 
out  Puritans  This  is  Not  the  case 

"You  asked  me  what  sort  of  songs 
or  Intress  Abe  tuck  part  in  I  will  say 
this  anything  that  was  lively  He  never 
would  sing  any  Religious  Songs  it 
apered  to  me  that  it  Did  not  souit  him 
But  for  a  man  to  preach  a  Sermond 
he  would  lissin  to  with  great  Attention 

"Did  you  find  out  from  Richard 
Creal  if  He  lived  on  the  place  A  Lin- 
coln was  Born  or  Not  I  am  gowing 
there  in  May  to  Visit  my  Birth  place 
the  15th  of  May  this  is  my  Birth  Day 
1799  it  has  been  48  years  sence 

"Anything  you  want  to  No  Let  it 
cum  "your  friend 

"D.  F.  Hanks 

"My  first  School  Master  was  By  the 
Name  of  Warden  taught  school  at  the 
old  Baptist  Church  on  Nolin  nere 
Brunks  farm  at  the  Big  Spring  Down 
in  a  Deepe  Hollow  Close  By  the 
House." 

The  politicians  did  not  overlook 
Dennis  Hanks  any  more  than  they  did 
John  and  Charles  Hanks,  as  revealed 
in  the  last  issue  of  The  Kinsman.  The 
niinois  State  Register  of  October  4, 
1866,  printed  a  long  letter  signed  by 
Dennis  Hanks  but  evidently  not  com- 
posed by  him,  in  which  Dennis  hoped 
that  the  friends  of  Lincoln,  "will  not 
only  cast  their  ballots,  but  will  exert 
all  their  influence  against  the  miser- 
able combination  of  fanatics,  charla- 
tans and  plunderers,  who,  under  the 
name  of  the  Union  Radical  Party,  are 
now  attempting  to  rob  Mr.  Lincoln, 
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of  his  good  name  and  our  country  of 
liberty." 

Jesse  M.  Weik  tells  of  an  interview 
he  had  with  Dennis  Hanks  at  Charles- 
ton, Illinois  in  1886.  The  feature  of 
this  interview,  it  would  appear,  was 
a  more  complete  elaboration  on  the 
nativity  of  Abraham  Lincoln,  which 
Dennis  was  trying  to  recall  after  sev- 
enty-five years  had  passed. 

It  was  in  January  1889  when  Elea- 
nor Atkinson  visited  Dennis  Hanks 
and  he  was  then  ninety  years  old,  yet 
she  secured  enough  information  from 
Dennis  to  write  a  book  on  The  Boy- 
hood of  Lincoln.  It  is  this  book  which 
has  popularized  the  story  of  Dennis 
Hanks'  visit  to  the  Lincoln  cabin  when 
Abraham  was  born  and  many  other 
bits  of  untenable  folklore. 

Possibly  one  of  the  last  persons  to 
interview  Dennis  Hanks  was  Eleanor 
Gridley  who  visited  him  when  he  was 
ninety-two  years  of  age  and  living 
with  his  daughter,  Mrs.  Nancy 
SchoafF  at  Paris,  Illinois.  Mrs.  Grid- 
ley  was  so  impressed  with  the  dispar- 
aging way  Dennis  spoke  about  Mr. 
Lincoln  that  she  later  put  the  ques- 
tion to  one  of  the  relatives,  "Did  not 
Dennis  Hanks  ever  speak  kindly  or 
admiringly  of  Mr.  Lincoln?"  It  was 
their  opinion  that  he  had  been  more 
generous  in  his  attitude  toward  Lin- 
coln earlier  in  life. 

Dennis  Hanks*  Dependability 

Jesse  M.  Weik  who  collaborated 
with  William  Herndon  in  their  joint 
historical  project  and  who  later  wrote 
a  book  on  The  Real  Lincoln  states 
that  John  and  Dennis  Hanks  were 
"the  two  most  competent  of  all  the 
witnesses  who  have  thus  far  attempted 
to  enlighten  us  regarding  the  question 
of   Lincoln's   family   descent.     Their 


recollections  largely  in  their  own 
handwriting  were  recorded  within  a 
year  after  Lincoln's  death,  and  not- 
withstanding all  that  has  been  said 
and  written  on  the  subject  since  then, 
their  testimony  remains  practically 
uncontradicted." 

Herndon  wrote  to  Lamon  on  Feb- 
ruary 24,  1869  this  reaction  towards 
Dennis  Hanks'  integrity.  "I  have  no 
confidence  in  Dennis  Hanks,"  and  a 
year  later  in  a  letter  to  Lamon  on  Feb- 
ruary 27,  1870  Herndon  stated  "Den- 
nis Hanks  would  go  a  mile  out  of  his 
way  to  lie."  These  statements  have 
a  tendency  to  shake  one's  confidence 
not  only  in  Hanks,  the  chief  infor- 
mant about  Lincoln's  early  years,  but 
especially  in  the  author,  Herndon, 
who  was  willing,  regardless  of  the 
alleged  untruthfulness  of  Hanks,  to 
accept  most  everything  that  Dennis 
wrote. 

Notwithstanding  Herndon's  testi- 
mony about  the  unreliability  of  Den- 
nis Hanks'  statements,  Lamon,  the 
first  author  to  use  Herndon's  manu- 
scripts, states  "Of  all  the  contribu- 
tions to  Mr.  Herndon's  store  of  infor- 
mation, good,  bad,  and  indiflferent, 
concerning  this  period  (youth)  of  Mr. 
Lincoln's  life,  Dennis  is  the  most 
amusing,    insinuating    and    prolific." 

Beveridge,  another  author  who  used 
the  Herndon  papers  has  this  to  say 
about  the  dependability  of  Dennis 
Hanks'  reminiscences:  "Aside  from 
his  boastfulness  and  championship  of 
his  clan,  his  statements  are  accurate. 
Luckily  it  is  easy  to  distinguish  be- 
tween fact  and  imagination  in  his 
letters  and  interviews."  Possibly  some 
authors  without  preconceived  notions 
about  the  Lincoln  genealogy  would 
find  it  rather  difficult  to  distinguish 
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between  the  all-important  facts  and 
the  flights  of  imagination  which  seem 
to  be  so  easily  identified  by  Beveridge. 

One  will  probably  come  to  this  con- 
clusion after  viewing  the  testimony  of 
Dennis  Hanks,  that  while  he  always 
seemed  to  be  speaking  with  authority 
there  were  some  questions  which  he 
discussed,  about  which  he  had  no 
means  of  securing  first-hand  informa- 
tion. There  were  other  occasions 
when  he  was  evidently  very  much 
confused,  and  there  were  still  other 
facts  which  were  indelibly  impressed 
upon  his  mind  by  personal  observa- 
tion and  which  he  recited  as  accur- 
ately as  anyone  could,  relying  upon 
memory. 

The  Lincoln  Ancestry 

Possibly  we  should  observe  first  of 
all  just  what  information  Dennis  re- 
leased about  Abraham  Lincoln's  pa- 
ternal ancestry,  and  how  correctly  in- 
formed he  was  about  certain  state- 
ments which  must  have  come  to  him 
from  someone  else. 

Herndon  said:  "In  the  matter  of 
genealogy  etc.,  character  etc.,  chastity 
etc.,  of  the  Hanks-Lincoln-Sparrow 
family,  I  am  satisfied  that  John  Hanks 
nor  Dennis  Hanks  knew  much  about 
it.  ...  I  doubt  the  whole  geneaoligy 
of  the  Lincoln  family  etc." 


In  what  has  been  termed  his  Second 
Chicago  Statement,  Dennis  makes 
these  positive  afl&rmations  about  the 
Lincoln  family  and  the  testimony  is 
broken  up  into  short  statements  in 
order  that  each  separate  declaration 
may  be  commented  upon.  The  claims 
of  Dennis  are  in  quotations  while  the 
comments  of  the  editor  follow  in 
italics. 

"Ancestors  of  Mr.  Lincoln  came 
from  England  about  the  year  1650." 

They  actually  came  in  1637. 

"They  first  settled  in  Buckingham 
County  in  the  State  of  Virginia  and 
not  in  Pennsylvania  as  stated  in  Abra- 
ham Lincoln's  biographies." 

They  settled  in  Hingham,  Massa- 
chusetts, migrated  to  Neiv  Jersey, 
thence  to  Pennsylvania — thence  to 
Augusta,  later  Rockingham  County, 
Virginia. 

"Ancestors  of  Lincoln  family  were 
Scotch  English." 

They  were  English. 

"Two  men  came  from  England 
about  1650,  one  of  these  brothers  was 
named  Mordecai  and  the  other 
Thomas." 

The  two  brothers  were  Samuel  and 
Thomas. 

"These  two  men  were  Ironside 
Baptists." 

They  were  Puritans. 

"One  of  the  children  of  these  men 
was    named    Moredcai — the    son    of< 
Thomas." 

Mordecai  was  the  son  of  Samuel. 

"I  think  that  this  Mordecai  was  the 
great-great-grandfather  of  President 
Lincoln." 

He  was  the  great-great-great-grand- 
father. 

"He  was  born  in  Virginia." 

He  was  born  in  Massachusetts. 
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"And  died  about  1700." 

Died  in  1727. 

"Abraham  Lincoln,  Sr.  the  son  of 
Mordecai." 

The  son  of  John. 

"Came  with  his  family  from  Vir- 
ginia to  Kentucky  about  1780." 

1782  to  be  exact. 

"Mordecai  was  the  father  of  Abra- 
ham's grandfather." 

John  was  the  father  of  Abraham's 
grandfather. 

"Mordecai  had  six  children,  four 
boys  and  two  girls." 

John  had  eight  children,  five  boys 
and  three  girls. 

"Abraham  Lincoln,  the  grand- 
father, had  three  sons,  Mordecai, 
Abraham  and  Thomas." 

The  sons  names  were  Mordecai, 
Josiah,  and  Thomas. 

"Thomas  Lincoln,  Abraham's  fa- 
ther, was  born  in  the  state  of  Virginia, 
on  the  Roanoke  about  1775." 

Thomas  Lincoln  was  born  in  Rock- 
ingham County,  1776  over  100  miles 
from  the  Roanoke. 

"So  remains  now  of  old,  Thomas 
Lincoln's  children,  boys,  three,  Mor- 
decai, Thomas  and  Silas.  The  chil- 
dren of  Silas  scattered,  some  in  Ken- 
tucky, some  in  Tennessee,  some  in 
North  Carolina — and  Thomas  came 
to  Indiana." 

All  confusion  about  both  places  and 
people. 

It  is  interesting  to  observe  that  Dr. 
William  E.  Barton  who  seemed  to  be 
so  enthusiastic  about  the  contributions 
of  Dennis  Hanks,  failed  to  endorse  in 
hardly  a  single  instance  the  genealog- 
ical statements  made  by  Dennis  on 
the  Lincoln  paternal  ancestry,  but 
contradicts    practically    every    asser- 


tion Dennis  made  about  the  Lincoln 
forebears  back  of  his  grandfather. 

Abraham's  Father 

Dennis  knew  little  more  about  the 
President's  father's  early  life  than  he 
knew  about  the  Lincoln  ancestry,  al- 
though he  lived  with  him  for  several 
years.  After  stating  that  Thomas  was 
born  about  1775  he  claimed  Thomas 
married  about  1808  at  the  age  of 
twenty-five.  Dennis  was  only  eight 
years  off  in  a  common  problem  in 
addition  which  reveals  that  much  of 
his  information  was  pure  guess-work 
without  any  attempt  to  be  consistent. 

Dennis  knew  Abraham  was  born  in 
1809  and  that  he  had  a  sister  two 
years  his  senior,  yet  he  places  the 
marriage  of  Lincoln's  parents  in  1808. 
Thomas  Lincoln  was  born  in  1776  and 
married  Nancy  Hanks  in  1806,  hence 
he  was  thirty  years  old  when  he 
married. 

Dennis  was  just  as  ignorant  of 
Thomas  Lincoln  during  his  married 
years  in  Kentucky  as  he  was  with 
reference  to  some  of  the  vital  statistics 
about  him.  He  wrote  to  Herndon 
about  Thomas  Lincoln's  physical  and 
economic  disabilities  during  the  Ken- 
tucky residence,  of  which  he  had  no 
first-hand  knowledge  whatever,  and 
spoke  about  Thomas  Lincoln's  thirty 
acres  of  land  when  he  is  known  to 
have  been  in  possession  of  more  than 
600  acres  at  one  time. 

Dennis  was  just  as  confused  about 
Thomas  Lincoln's  real  estate  in  Indi- 
ana as  he  was  about  the  Kentucky 
home,  as  he  claims  Thomas  Lincoln 
lost  the  S80  he  put  into  his  Indiana 
farm,  whereas  the  records  at  Indi- 
anapolis clearly  indicate,  that  in  1826 
he  relinquished  to  the  government  80 
acres  of  his  own  160  acre  tract  to  com- 
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plete   payment   on   the  best   one-half 
of   his    land. 

Without  doubt  much  of  the  infor- 
mation which  Dennis  gave  to  Herndon 
about  Thomas  Lincoln  in  his  Chicago 
interviews  was  secured  from  a  read- 
ing of  Thayer's  Pioneer  Boy.  Although 
Dennis  claimed  that  Thomas  Lincoln 
had  but  thirty  acres  of  land,  he  sold  it 
for  $300  in  whiskey,  this  was  the 
Thayer  version.  Dennis  also  told  the 
story  of  Thomas  Lincoln's  flatboat 
trip  to  Indiana  which  was  evidently 
another  story  borrowed  from  Thayer, 
as  well  as  the  story  of  Thomas  losing 
most  of  his  tools  and  some  of  his 
whiskey  in  the  river.  Dennis  again 
depends  upon  the  same  source  in  tell- 
ing the  story  of  the  half-faced  camp, 
or  as  he  called  it  a  "two-faced  camp." 
The  whole  half-faced  camp  story  was 
"two-faced,"  but  the  cabin  that 
Thomas  Lincoln  built  had  four  sides 
like  any  other  cabin,  and  Dennis  was 
not  in  Indiana  during  the  first  year 
or  more  that  the  Lincolns  lived  there 
to  witness  any  such  residence  in  a 
half-faced  camp  which  he  alleged  took 
place. 

The  President's  Birth  and 
Childhood 

Dennis  Hanks  has  always  posed  as 
the  chief  informant  about  Abraham 
Lincoln's  birth  and  childhood.  One 
of  his  favorite  stories  had  to  do  with 
his  visiting  the  Lincoln  cabin  at  the 
time  of  Lincoln's  birth.  He  says  in 
the  First  Chicago  Statement  to  Hern- 
don :  "I  was  ten  years  older  than  Abra- 
ham and  knew  him  intimately  and 
well  from  the  day  of  his  birth  to  1830; 
I  was  the  second  man  who  touched 
Lincoln  after  birth,  a  custom  in  Ken- 
tucky then  of  running  to  greet  the 
new-born  babe." 


The  story  appears  in  more  detail 
in  Eleanor  Atkinson's  book  where  she 
takes  the  reminiscences  of  Dennis, 
then  ninety  years  old,  and  gives  a  pic- 
ture of  the  nativity  of  Abraham  Lin- 
coln from  which  these  words  of  Den- 
nis are  taken : 

"I  ricollect  Tom  comin'  over  to  our 
house,  one  cold  mornin'  in  Feb'uary 
an'  sayin'  kind  o'  slow  an'  sheepish: 
'Nancy's  got  a  boy  baby.'  Mother  got 
flustered  an'  hurried  up  her  work  to 
go  over  to  look  after  the  little  feller, 
but  I  didn't  have  nothin'  to  wait  fur, 
so  I  jist  tuk  an'  run  the  hull  two  miles 
to  see  my  new  cousin.  .  .  .  You  bet  I 
was  tickled  to  death.  Babies  wasn't 
as  plenty  as  blackberries  in  the  woods 
o'  Kaintucky.  Mother  come  over  an' 
washed  him  an'  put  a  yaller  flannen 
petticoat  an'  a  linsey  shirt  on  him,  an' 
cooked  some  dried  berries  with  wild 
honey  fur  Nancy,  an'  slicked  things 
up  an'  went  home.  An'  that's  all  the 
nuss'n  either  of  'em  got.  ...  I  rolled 
up  in  a  b'ar  skin  an'  slep'  by  the  fire- 
place that  night,  so  I  could  see  the 
little  feller  when  he  cried,  and  Tom 
had  to  git  up  an'  'tend  to  him.  Nancy 
let  me  hold  him  purty  soon." 

Here  is  Dennis'  description  of  the 
Lincoln  farm.  "Thomas  Lincoln,  the 
father  of  Abraham,  owned  about  30 
acres  in  Hardin  County,  on  a  little 
creek  called  Knob  Creek  which  emp- 
ties into  Rolling  Fork.  He  owned  the 
land  in  fee  simple.  After  the  mar- 
riage of  Thomas  Lincoln  and  Nancy 
Sparrow  (Hanks)  say  in  three  or  four 
years,  Abraham  Lincoln  was  born  at 
that  place.  The  cabin  was  a  double 
one  with  a  passage  or  entry  between." 

It  is  probable  that  Dennis  con- 
fused the  birth  of  Abraham  Lincoln 
with   the   birth   of   James   Friend,   a 
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cousin,  one  of  Polly  Hanks  Friend's 
children,  who  was  born  in  1811  in  a 
cabin  but  one-half  mile  from  where 
Dennis  was  living.  It  is  true  the  Lin- 
colns,  at  the  time  of  Abraham's  birth, 
were  not  living  more  than  a  mile  and 
a  half  away,  but  it  is  evident  from 
Dennis  Hanks'  Chicago  Statement 
that  he  did  not  know  the  Lincolns  were 
living  so  close  to  him,  as  he  identifies 
the  Knob  Creek  farm  ten  miles  away 
as  the  birthplace  of  the  President  and 
ten  miles  would  be  a  pretty  long  way 
for  a  ten  year  old  boy  to  run  all  alone 
to  greet  a  new-born  babe. 

Not  only  did  Dennis  claim  to  have 
arrived  at  the  cabin  shortly  after  Abra- 
ham was  born,  but  he  also  is  said 
to  have  saved  Abe  as  a  small  child 
from  drowning  on  one  occasion,  but 
apparently  he  has  confused  his  benefi- 
cence with  the  deed  performed  by 
Austin  Gollaher.  Dennis  also  claims 
in  the  Chicago  interview,  "I  taught 
Abe  his  first  lesson  in  spelling,  read- 
ing, and  writing.  I  taught  Abe  to 
write  with  a  buzzard's  quill."  Yet  in 
the  same  interview  Dennis  says  "A 
man  by  the  name  of  Hazel  helped  to 
teach  Abraham  his  ABC,  spelling, 
reading  and  writing,  etc."  and  still  in 
another  place  Dennis  exalts  Abra- 
ham's mother's  intellect.  We  wonder 
if  Abraham's  mother,  and  his  sister, 
Sarah,  two  years  his  senior,  did  not 
have  a  hand  in  his  early  education, 
especially  when  Dennis  lived  ten 
miles  away. 

It  appears  as  if  Dennis  largely  drew 
upon  his  imagination  for  practically 
all  the  relationships  he  had  with  the 
family  of  Thomas  and  Nancy  Hanks 
Lincoln  in  Kentucky.  He  claims 
there  were  but  two  children  born  to 
Thomas  and  Nancy,  when  in  reality 


there  were  three.  There  was  a  son 
named  Thomas,  about  two  years 
younger  than  Abraham.  Dennis  has 
no  memories  of  running  to  greet  this 
new  baby  boy  to  fulfill  a  Kentucky 
custom,  and  after  trying  to  recall  the 
incident  fifty  years  later  he  might 
easily  have  confused  the  birthdays  of 
two  Lincoln  children,  although  he 
knew  of  but  one  son  born  to  the 
Lincolns. 

Dennis  is  also  uncertain  about  the 
trip  of  the  Lincolns  from  Kentucky 
to  Indiana.  At  one  time  he  seems  to 
have  accompanied  them  and  then 
again  they  went  first  and  he  followed 
a  year  or  so  later.  He  tries  to  tell  as 
personal  reminiscences  some  stories 
of  events  which  occurred  in  Spencer 
County,  Indiana  upon  the  Lincoln's 
arrival  but  he  was  not  there  and  we 
might  safely  say  that  he  probably  had 
no  vivid  memories  of  Abraham  Lin- 
coln until  about  the  time  he  came 
into  the  Lincoln  home  to  live  after 
the  death  of  Abraham's  mother  in 
1818. 

The  Mother  of  Lincoln 

The  testimony  of  Dennis  Hanks  is 
most  severely  questioned  when  he 
attempts  to  give  some  information 
about  the  Hanks  family  tree.  Granted 
that  he  should  be  able  to  speak  with 
a  little  more  authority  about  the 
family  of  his  own  mother  than  about 
the  family  of  Abraham  Lincoln's 
father,  it  is  just  here  that  Dr.  Barton 
claims  that  in  all  the  details  but  one 
he  is  absolutely  correct,  but  that  in 
just  one  instance  he  "waded  knee-deep 
in  falsehood"  and  "lied  like  a  gen- 
tleman." Lamon,  Herndon  and  Bever- 
idge  all  agree  that  he  deliberately  set 
out  to  falsify  the  story  of  the  parent- 
age of  Nancy  Hanks  by  calling  her 
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Nancy  Sparrow,  yet  in  every  other 
instance  the  story  he  told  about  the 
Hanks  relationship  was  true.  The  fol- 
lowing writing  by  Dennis  illustrates 
how  closely  Herndon  questioned  Den- 
nis about  the  parentage  of  Lincoln's 
mother,  Nancy  Hanks  or  Nancy  Spar- 
row, as  Dennis  called  her. 

"Friend  William  those  questions  is 
Mity  Easy  to  Answer. 

"1st,  Who  was  the  mother  of  Nancy 
Sparrow? 

"Now  this  is  Abes  mother  you  are 
asking  a  Bout.  It  was  Lucy  Hanks 
first  and  Next  Lucy  Sparrow  My  Ant. 

"2nd  What  was  Miss  Nancy  Spar- 
row's father's  Name? 

"It  was  Henry  Sparrow.  Lucy 
Hanks  was  his  wife,  the  mother  of 
Abes  Mother  and  My  Ant. 

"Did  Mister  Sparrow  and  his  wife 
have  any  children  except  Nancy 
Sparrow? 

"I  answer  yes  they  had  8  children, 
4  sons  and  4  daughters.  James,  tho- 
mas  Henry,  George:  girls  Sally,  Eliza- 
beth, Nancy,  all  born  in  Mercer 
county,  Kentucky. 

3rd.  Who  did  Jesse  Friend  Mary? 

"He  married  My  ant  polly  Hanks, 
Abes  mothers  ant.  Thomas  Sparrow 
married  Elizabeth  Hanks,  A  Lincoln's 
ant,  sister  to  Henry  Sparrows  wife 
Lucy  Hanks;  this  is  their  first  name. 

"Who  did  Levi  Hall  mary? 

"He  married  My  Mother,  Nancy 
Hanks  which  was  Lucy  Hanks  Sister, 
Henry  Sparrows  wife,  Abes  grand 
Mother. 

"4th.  Was  you  raised  by  Charles 
Friend  or  Thomas  Sparrow? 

"I  was  raised  by  Thomas  Sparrow 
on  the  Little  South  Fork  of  Nolin 
Kentucky. 

"5  Was  thomas  Sparrow  Mr.  Lin- 
coln's Mothers  father? 


"I  answer  No  Kin  at  all." 

Although  Dennis  was  cross-exam- 
ined time  and  again  with  respect  to 
the  parentage  of  Lincoln's  mother,  he 
never  changed  his  statement  about  her 
name  being  Sparrow  and  some  of  the 
early  biographers  use  this  version.  In 
one  reply  to  Herndon  in  trying  to  ex- 
plain why  she  was  called  Sparrow, 
Dennis  said,  "If  you  call  hir  Hanks 
you  make  hir  a  Base  born  child  which 
is  not  trew."  Dennis  was  correct  about 
the  names  of  the  sisters  of  his  own 
mother,  who  also  was  named  Nancy 
Hanks,  but  he  would  not  be  expected 
to  have  very  much  information  about 
the  single  or  marriage  state  of  a  Lucy 
Hanks,  supposed  to  have  been  a  sister 
of  his  mother,  who  had  a  child  fifteen 
years  before  Dennis  was  born. 
Whether  she  had  been  married  one, 
two  or  three  times  would  hardly  have 
been  important  to  a  growing  boy. 

What  conclusions  can  we  safely 
draw  with  respect  to  the  Dennis 
Hanks'  testimony  gathered  by  Hern- 
don, Weik,  Atkinson,  Gridley  and 
others?  As  a  genealogist  it  is  very 
evident  that  his  testimony  is  of  no 
value,  except  as  he  may  have  known 
some  of  the  relatives  with  whom  he 
lived.  With  respect  to  the  Lincoln 
family,  up  until  the  time  of  Lincoln's 
mother's  death,  he  had  no  first-hand 
knowledge  which  would  be  remem- 
bered for  fifty  years  and  this  goes  for 
the  Lincoln  birth  scene,  too. 

The  only  place  where  the  testimony 
of  Dennis  is  of  any  value  is  with 
respect  to  the  boyhood  days  of  Lin- 
coln between  the  ages  of  nine  and 
twenty-one,  when  for  three  or  four 
years  he  lived  in  the  Lincoln  cabin 
with  Abraham  and  for  the  next  nine 
years  not  far  away  in  the  same 
county. 
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